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BUILDING A CULTURE 
Pat Turrelll and Sara J Wilkinson2 
I Faculty of Development and Society, Sheffield Hallam University, Sheffield SI 1 WB, UK 
2Faculty of Architecture, Building and Planning, University of Melbourne, Parkville, 3010, Melbourne, VIC, 
Australia 
This study provides a case study of two higher educational institutions and their built 
environment discipline academic culture, with a specific focus on the impact of culture on the 
participation of females in the subject area. The two institutions, whilst both delivering built 
environment programmes, are very different. One is in the UK and is a new university, and 
the other is in Australia and in the top 200 universities of the world (THES, 2004). 
Comparative studies have become fashionable as a way of determining policy (Broadfoot, 
2001) yet it is still important to acknowledge the character of the national policy within 
which the culture exists. Culture is a concept used to try and indicate the "climate and 
practices" developed within an organization to handle people, together with the values of the 
organization (Schein, 1997, p 3). The academic tribes have been described by Becher and 
Trowler (2001) in some detail, and they acknowledge the huge range of external forces now 
acting on academic cultures including a diversification of subject areas and the impact of 
gender on subject areas. Built environment education has traditionally been a gendered (male 
dominated) subject area and is making efforts to change (Greed, 1999; Turrell, Wilkinson, 
Astle and Yeo, 2002). The study will try to identify the cultural attributes that exist in each of 
the two built environment departments and programmes drawing on the signs and symbols 
that indicate the culture as well as drawing on staff / student experience. A comparative study 
will be carried out to determine differences and similarities, and potential lessons to be 
learned by each institution . 
Keywords: built environment; higher education; women; culture; comparative study. 
INTRODUCTION 
Culture has a number of meanings and uses within organisation theory and is a "slippery and 
elusive" concept (Itzin and Newman, 1995, p12). It is used to try and indicate the "climate 
and practices" developed within an organisation to handle people, together with the values 
of the organisation (Schein, 1997. p3). The concept of culture is drawn from organisation 
theory, sociology, anthropology and political science (Bolman and Deal, 1997) and as such 
can be complex and interpreted in different ways. One of the familiar definitions comes 
from Deal and Kennedy (in Bolman and Deal, 1997, p231) as "the way we do things round 
here." Handy (1985, p180) in explaining culture, talks about "different atmospheres in 
organisations, different levels of energy, of individual freedom, of kinds of personality." 
Strati (1992, p578) explains how culture is expressed through symbols, beliefs and patterns 
of behaviour, its ceremonies and quality and conditions of working life, as well as jargon 
and lifestyle and physical appearance of an organisation's members. To examine and 
unpick a culture is difficult. Organisations are complex and may consist of a number of 
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subcultures. How gender impacts on culture will depend on many other indicators such as 
age, race, and occupation. 
Comparative studies of education can throw a new light onto pedagogical practice offering 
new solutions to common issues. However as Broadfoot (2001) warns, it can also be 
dangerous to borrow successful practice from elsewhere without considering the impact of 
the local and complex factors at work influencing the outcome of actions. These local 
factors would include the students, the learning situation, the institutional ethos (or culture) 
and the regional and national policies that influence a culture. However as long as these 
factors are considered a comparative study can potentially help to understand issues that 
cross national boundaries and are important for education wherever it occurs. 
It is this context therefore, that this small study attempts to provide an insight into the 
similarities and differences that occur within built environment higher education culture and 
the impact of that culture on the women participating. The research within the UK has been 
undertaken as part of an ongoing doctorate in education; whilst the research in Australia has 
been undertaken by an academic newly arrived from the UK. The methodology was 
qualitative, and data collection consisted of interview, together with the examination of 
secondary data sources which could add to the over all picture. The researchers within the 
study do not hold the position of objective outsiders. Both researchers are female academics 
working within a male dominated working environment. Objectivity is maintained by 
critical questioning of results, and the investigation of the relation between subject and 
object rather than by denying the existence of it (Harding, 1991, P 152). 
BUILT ENVIRONMENT HIGHER EDUCATION CULTURE 
The built environment professions have been a clear example of a significantly segregated 
area of study and work in the UK and in Australia. Research on the culture of construction 
has been limited, but research on the culture of the SET (science, engineering and 
technology) professions in general has received attention in UK and Australia (Greenfield, 
2002; George, 2005) and the difficulties that construction faces in trying to change its white 
male dominated profile have been analysed (Greed, 1991 & 1999, Turrell, Wilkinson, Astle 
and Yeo, 2002). The shortage of women (and others) entering built environment careers has 
been identified as a concern in UK and Australia (OST, 2003; DEST, 2002). Measures to 
increase numbers and promote the careers and professions may not be sufficient, as Kirkup 
states (2003, p2) "while these are very welcome, the experience of the last 30 years suggests 
that they will not be enough on their own to create radical change." 
The reasons why occupations remain predominantly male and female are complex and the 
arguments about gender roles are culturally bound (Paechter, 1998). The experience of 
education can have a crucial impact on the life choices of any child. As Pilcher (1999) says, 
whilst the education system is not the only influence on gender inequality, it has been 
identified as a key institution (p 17). Choice of subject at school can differ by gender and as 
such limit vocational choice from 14, and subjects studied in higher education continue to 
exhibit clear gender differences in certain subjects e.g. social studies being dominated by 
women and physics being dominated by men. Less than one in ten students in the 
construction disciplines in the UK is female, yet one third of female schoolleavers are going 
to university each year (Smith, 1999). The Greenfield Report (2003) was commissioned by 
the UK government to examine the participation of women in SET. Her findings included a 
list of negative aspects of SET higher education for female students: 
• Low self confidence and low skills awareness 
• Pedagogy and gender bias in examples used in class 
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• Few role models in lecturers 
• Modifying behaviour to fit in with male expectations 
• Work experience off putting. 
Becher (1989) studied academic cultures and the relationship between the social aspects of 
"knowledge communities and the epistemological properties of knowledge forms" (PI). 
Becher concludes that groups of academics representing a discipline are closely linked to 
the characteristics and culture of the professional knowledge domain with which they 
belong. In Becher's research he asked different disciplines about their perception of each 
other, drawing out stereotypical images of different tribes. Engineers were seen as 
pragmatic, in touch with reality, but also dull, conservative, conformist, mercenary and 
unintellectual or hearty, likeable and enthusiastic. In Becher and Trowler (2001) it is 
acknowledged that gender was not identified in the earlier version, and they go some way 
to bring this factor into the culture of the disciplines. They refer to gender blindness that 
ignores the aspects of culture that can discriminate against women, and they highlight 
issues that affect women academics in general such as the lack of career progression and 
being accorded the caring low status roles. They highlight the dual identity that a woman 
in a traditionally male discipline experiences. Greed (1999, p186) described the built 
environment professions as a range from the "so-called soft end ... ; through the middle 
territory where the more glamorous areas of commercial property development, 
architecture and elite engineering specialisms are located ... out to the furthest outposts of 
rough hard techno-macho building professionals, where men are men and only a handful 
of women are found." 
UK INSTITUTION 
Sheffield Hallam University (SHU) is a post 1992 university in the north of England with 
approximately 28,000 students and 3,000 staff. In 2002 they topped the 'Access Elite' a 
national league table of universities, based on a combination of excellence in teaching and 
research and effective widening participation. The gender balance of teaching staff within 
the university at the time of the research was 61 % male to 39% female (figures supplied by 
Human resources Department), close to the national average (EOC, 2001). Within the 
university 84% of professors are male, 79% senior academics are male, 74% of principal 
lecturers are male and 45% of senior lecturers are male. The breakdown of senior 
management team within the School of Environment and Development (SED) included one 
female (Assistant Director) who has since been promoted out of the Department, out of a 
membership of eight. The subject areas taught range from courses with a large majority of 
male students (construction, surveying) those with a balanced gender cohort (architecture) 
and some with a majority of female students (housing, geography and planning). The over 
all percentage of female undergraduate students in 2004/5 was only 29% (SHU, 2005). 
Newly established courses run during in SHU during the summer, undertaken with a 
Malaysian partner institution have resulted in larger numbers of female students on these 
courses only. Since this research study internal reorganisation has taken place that has 
resulted in a clear split and a male dominated department. The Built Environment 
Department now has three main areas - architecture, built environment and surveying. The 
management team is now entirely male (the researcher has also left the department). 
Three women were interviewed (an architect, a civil engineer and a planner) and all viewed 
their workplace positively. The inter-action with students was seen as a very positive 
experience. The three disciplines were seen clearly to influence the way the women worked 
within their subject area. The engineer "worked independently - no element of 
teamwork ... you manage your workload ... you are not stood over ... which I like. The flip side 
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is when you need support, its not there." The planner experienced a very supportive style of 
management, with a clear team spirit. The architect loved the work, but the politics and the 
atmosphere of staff got in the way. Pastoral work with students had a high priority with all 
the women, but it was acknowledged that not all male staff saw this as part of their job. 
The experience of stereotyping was discovered in different situations by all three. The 
engineer saw foreign students going first to the technician (a male) until they found out that 
she was the lecturer. The architect felt that students would ask a male first, if one was 
available, particularly the younger ones. The planner also experienced this first meeting 
where the assumption is that the male is the project leader - "it is a pleasure when the penny 
drops - the discomfort on their face." 
Two of the women had small children and experienced tensions in managing work and 
family life, but both felt that academic life was easier to manage than their profession 
disciplines outside the university. The engineer had experienced difficulties because she had 
taken maternity leave "/ was expected to manage my research project while / was on 
maternity leave, ... / was told that having been on maternity leave counted against me." The 
experience of the planner had been different - when she had a need to support her parents, 
the team were very supportive. The architect said "my experience as a mother is not valued 
as valid life experience - it's not seen." 
The interviews confirmed that culture is complicated and that the women had interpreted the 
culture in different ways. The culture of the Department in its Vision and Objectives 
Statement (2003) is to "develop a culture in which individuals are valued and supported in 
achieving their potential." There are aspects of the culture that clearly do not support 
women, and undervalues the contribution of women, and this needs to be recognised if 
change is to be achieved. 
The signs and symbols of the culture vary between the disciplines from the open plan team 
approach of the planners, to the individual, everyone for themselves attitude of the 
engineers. The masculine culture shows itself to some extent through the students and their 
attitudes, but there is no evidence that the women felt they were outsiders and in an alien 
culture. The main cultural difference occurred because of the competitive disadvantage of 
balancing work and home, and responsibilities as mothers, instead of devoting themselves to 
work. 
The softer discipline of planning had a more supportive culture to women than either 
architecture or engineering. One outcome identified as a result of this research, was a need 
for networking and discussion between female academic staff. Because there are so few 
women - a conscious effort is needed to prevent isolation. 
The study is still at an early stage in examining the student experience, but the department 
has had a specific team who have been working to change the culture for female students 
and widen participation. Activities have included outreach activities and taster programmes 
for school girls, staff training for lecturers, a mentoring scheme with opportunities for 
student networking, drawing on female role models and short courses for adult women who 
have an interest in built environment careers. Feedback indicates that these support measures 
for female students are appreciated and can make a difference. 
AUSTRALIAN INSTITUTION 
In the 151 years since inauguration, the University of Melbourne (UM) has established itself 
as one ofthe finest in Australia, and ranked 22 in the world (THES, 2004). UM has an 
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international character and focus, is world class in staff and students, the research and 
scholarship it produces and its academic standards. 
UM introduced Australia's first architecture studies in the 1860s with the first course set up 
in 1927. Courses in disciplines of the built and natural environment followed and architects, 
construction managers, quantity surveyors, property professionals, landscape architects, 
urban planners and urban designers are educated in the Faculty of Architecture Building & 
Planning (ABP). ABP is a leading Australian school of built environment research, with 
1634 total student enrolments in 2004 (www.unimelb.edu.au. 2005). Undergraduate, 
postgraduate and higher research degrees are offered in: Architecture, Landscape 
Architecture, Property & Construction, Urban Design and Planning. Table 1 illustrates the 
equivalent full time student numbers in ABP in 2004 and shows the high numbers of 
international enrolments, almost one third, and this affects gender ratios positively. 
Table 1. 2004 Student Enrolments and Staff numbers 
FACULTY 
Architecture Building & 
Planning 
EFTSU* Enrolments 
Aug-04 Gross All 
1,276.6 1,634 
(source: www.unimelb.edu.au. 2005) 
Enrolments 
Gross Int'l 
527 
Staff Staff 
Academic General 
63.5 32.3 
The gender composition of the faculty is shown below. Table 2 shows ABP has a high 
percentage of females enrolled on its courses (50.6% in 2004) and this trend is moving 
upwards. 50.6% is representative of the number of females within the population overall, 
however when set against other faculties in the University there are considerable differences 
between ABP (50.6%) and Vet Science (72.2%) or Education (76.7%) or Arts (71.8%) 
(University of Melbourne, 2005). Anecdotal evidence is that other Australian Universities in 
Victoria which draw their students from local sources have much lower percentages of 
females on their built environment courses and therefore Melbourne statistics are considered 
atypical. 
Plan 1397 237 1634 1548 
Arts 5352 71.7% 1865 72.2% 5 60.0% 7222 71.8% 7295 71.5% 
Economics & 57.2% 46.6% 100.0% 55.9% 56.6% Comm 3989 594 2 4585 4248 
Education 2087 77.9% 1116 73.7% 675 78.1% 3878 76.7% 3707 77.3% 
Engineering 4073 24.7% 290 23.1% 4363 24.6% 4354 25.3% 
Land & Food 50.4% 45.5% 36.3% 48.6% 44.2% Res 1095 336 80 1511 1541 
Law 2188 52.2% 1068 51.5% 3256 52.0% 3104 52.0% 
MDHS 3737 62.1% 901 73.6% 283 67.8% 4921 64.5% 4769 63.6% 
Melb Bus School 313 23.3% 350 33.4% 663 28.7% 667 27.9% 
Music 622 67.2% 93 60.2% 715 66.3% 743 67.4% 
School of Grad 55.4% 60.2% 58.6% 60.3% Studies 56 113 169 121 
Science 5723 56.6% 605 54.7% 6328 56.4% 6396 56.4% 
Vet Science 396 72.0% 29 75.9% 425 72.2% 390 71.3% 
Vic Coli of the 55.3% 68.1% 56.2% 57.3% Arts 1002 990 
GROSS 31958 56.5% 7669 60.4% 1045 72.1% 40672 57.6% 39873 57.3% ENROLMENTS 
-1.0% 
+7.9% 
+4.6% 
+0.2% 
~1.9% 
+4.9% 
+3,2% 
-0.6% 
-3.8% 
+39.7% 
-1.1% 
+9.0010 
+1.2% 
+2.0% 
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Less Double 871 66.7% 47 61.7% 6 50.0% 924 66.3% 1199 59.4% Enrolments 
NET 31087 56.2% 7622 60.4% 1039 72.2% 39748 57.4% 38674 57.3% ENROLMENTS 
(source: www.ummelb.edu.au. 2005) 
When the faculties are placed in rank order in terms of gender composition, a typical picture 
emerges. ABP ranks 11th out of 14 faculties with only Land and Food Resources, Melbourne 
Business School (a graduate school) and Engineering having lower percentages of females 
enrolled. 
With ABP undergraduate courses (see Table 3) the following patterns emerge; there is a 
trend upwards in terms of female enrolments between 2002 and 2004 which is positive. The 
highest percentage of females is the enrolment on the combined Architecture / Landscape 
Architecture course. The highest numbers of females are enrolled on the Architecture course 
(216 out of 348). The third ranked course is the Bachelor in Property & Construction at 
45.5%, slightly below the ABP average of 47.7%. Overall the females are enrolling on the 
'softer' and not the more technically focused courses. 
I \1lI I 3 
B \( III I ORS - (.R \1)( \ II 
1"\lln 
B.Arch 
B.ArchIB.Landsc Arch 
B.ArchIB.PC 
B.PC 
Arch Build & Plan Total 
2002 total 
291 
64 
57 
412 
(source: www.unimelb.edu.au. 2005) 
fern 
46.0% 
34.4% 
17.5% 
40.3% 
2003 fern 2004 fern 
total total 
271 47.2% 216 48.6% 
5 80.0% 7 71.4% 
70 35.7% 92 44.6% 
41 36.6% 33 45.5% 
387 44.4% 348 47.7% 
When we consider the ratio and numbers of staff at the University and in ABP by gender, 
there are some similarities between the UK and Australia. Table 4 shows the Faculty staff by 
faculty, department and gender between 2002 and 2004 below. Trends for females are 
upwards, indicating more females are being employed by UM however it necessary to 
analyze where, and at what level, this employment occurs. Examining the 2004 figures in 
detail only, more females are employed as general staff in all faculties bar Engineering and 
Science, where there is a high level of technical and laboratory support. When academic 
staff is considered only two faculties employ over 50% female academic staff; the Medical 
and Dental Health School and Education. ABP ranks 9th in this table with 32.1 % female 
academics, furthermore this percentage is likely to be higher than is found in the workplace 
currently. 
Arts Total 46.0% 72.3% 53.6% 46.3% 71.1% 53.6% 47.2% 70.5% 54.0% 
Economics & Comm Total 32.3% 67.8% 43.8% 33.6% 64.7% 44.1% 33.2% 66.4% 45.1% 
Education Total 60.6% 66.8% 63.4% 64.0% 65.2% 64.5% 65.0% 67.8% 66.3% 
Engineering Total 12.7% 51.0% 27.6% 15.7% 50.5% 29.5% 16.4% 48.8% 28.7% 
-22.9% 
+2.3% 
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Land & Food Res Total 22.3% 51.0% 37.9% 20.6% 54.3% 38.8% 22.3% 57.2% I 41.6% 
Law Total 43.3% 74.0% 57.6% 48.7% 77.4% 61.6% 49.4% 73.3% i 60.8% , 
MDHS Total 52.3% 77.0% 60.8% 53.4% 75.5% 60.9% 54.1% 76.7% ; 61.7% 
; 
Melb Bus School Total 23.7% 68.4% 50.4% 20.0% 66.2% 48.0% 21.2% 69.8% I 50.3% 
Music Total 41.0% 64.3% 48.2% 40.4% 53.4% 43.4% 42.1% 54.9% I 45.2% 
Science Total 29.1% 47.7% 35.1% 30.4% 49.4% 36.7% 30.2% 49.6% I 36.6% 
Vet Science Total 24.1% 70.4% I 55.9% 27.2% 66.8% 53.9% 30.4% 69.4% I 56.3% 
Vic Coli of the Arts Total 44.5% 49.5% I 46.5% 47.2% 52.5% 49.3% 48.8% 55.8% i 51.4% ; 
TOTAL FACULTY 40.2% 65.0% I I 49.6% 41.7% 64.6% 50.4% 42.4% 65.6% i 51.2% 
STAFF i 
(source: www.unimelb.edu.au, 2005) 
An interesting picture emerges when we considered the levels of appointments in the 
University. Table 5 below shows overall, females only exceed percentages of male academic 
staff at the below lecturer level and the gap between the two groups gets progressively wider 
from the level of Lecturer and above in the University. The last two columns show staff 
numbers and levels in ABP by gender. It would appear the culture of academia is 
overwhelmingly male overall and that females are not yet represented at high levels across 
the University Faculties. ABP has a female Faculty Dean and bucks the trend with this 
appointment. 
Professor 273.0 18.7% 81.3 % 7 2 
Assoc ProflReader 348.8 25.6% 74.4 % 3 0 
Senior Lecturer 529.8 34.1% 65.9% 17 7 
Lecturer 640.7 46.1% 53.9% 8 6 
Below Lecturer 674.9 59.8% 40.2% n/a n/a 
Casual 467.1 48.6% 51.4% n/a n/a 
ACADEMIC STAFF TOTAL 2939.1 42.5% 57.5% 
This initial stage focuses on the discipline of property and construction in ABP, where 10 
full time academic staff are currently appointed. Table 6 shows the levels of appointment on 
a gender basis. The three female staff were interviewed about the culture of the Faculty. One 
had joined in January 2005, a second had joined the Faculty less than a year previously, 
though both had extensive teaching experience to benchmark their initial perceptions of the 
Faculty against. The third had worked in the faculty for a number of years. 
Prof 1 -
Associate professor - -
Senior Lecturer 5 2 
Lecturer 1 1 
Total 7 3 
This is a small, but expanding group which is male dominated, though in terms of a 
comparison to representation in industry the gender split is biased towards the females. 
Furthermore in Australia this group may have the highest ratio of female to male academics 
in the property and construction discipline area. Overall the group, though small, was 
considered mutually supportive by the females. There is a mentoring scheme in operation 
though the females are mentored currently by the males and some external mentoring by 
women may be beneficial. 
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The culture of the University of Melbourne is considered to be a strong traditional culture, 
steeped in history, albeit only 151 years in time, however in Australia this makes this 
institution the second oldest University in the country. As such, it has a strong, research 
intensive culture and research typically is seen as a solitary activity which has male 
attributes. However there are moves within ABP and this disciplinary area to undertake 
more interdisciplinary and cross disciplinary research to meet societal, professional and 
industry needs. 
As with the UK institution, interaction with students was considered a very positive aspect 
of the role. There was a developing culture of team teaching in some subjects and with a 
course review underway there were opportunities to expand and develop this provision. 
The females reported some degree of stereotyping, where male and female colleagues 
worked together students would sometimes ask male colleagues questions first, however this 
was not too prevalent and may be partly a result of having higher levels of female students 
in the classes. 
All agreed that academic life enabled them to balance work and life more evenly and 
flexibly than a professional or industry career had done, however academia was still a 
stressful career at times and could lead to stress related illness. The 'older' Universities were 
perceived as more flexible, having a culture of sabbatical leave for example. Typically 
academic career take around 10 years to develop (The Financial Review, 2005), in 
completing higher research degrees and publishing and this does affect women more so than 
males as having the main responsibilities as child carer 
UM and ABP has a traditional academic culture which is male dominated, single person 
offices are the norm throughout the university. Within ABP traditional cultural styles of 
teaching and assessment are adhered to with Architects adopting the studio based model and 
property and construction the lecture tutorial model. However there are signs of some 
change with interactive role play software being developed for 2005 to trial in semester 2 
with the property and construction students. 
Overall there is no evidence the P&C females feel alienated by the culture, though they are 
all experienced academics and professionals and are much acclimatised to a male workplace 
culture. Issues of progression are sensitive and as the statistics above reveal there is an 
imbalance in UM overall which the females are aware of, although it is slowly being 
addressed career progression nevertheless requires addressing at all levels in all faculties. 
CONCLUSIONS 
The reasons occupations remain gender segregated is complex and concerns have been 
expressed in both the UK and Australia. Both countries are experiencing shortages of 
women entering this sector and existing initiatives are not considered sufficient to redress 
the imbalance. Academic culture is thought to closely mirror the professional and industrial 
culture within disciplines and the attributes, when previously measured were 
overwhelmingly masculine in the built environment. 
The initial research reveals cultural differences exist between the two institutions based on 
age, size and mission. The UK institution is a former polytechnic with its history rooted in 
vocational provision whereas the Australian institution is a research intensive body and the 
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second oldest university in Australia. These characteristics clearly affect the core culture of 
the institution, without even considering the sub cultures according to gender. 
The academic disciplines taught in both institutions are male dominated and influence the 
culture to the extent of the nature of the disciplines being dominated by male students. Yet 
the percentages clearly vary within the disciplines and UM ABP have had some success in 
improving the balance. 
Higher than national average numbers of female students and higher numbers of 
international students are enrolled on the UM ABP courses which impact on the culture of 
the learning experience, whilst SHU SED students have a majority of male students that 
reflect the national average. The only variation at SHU is in the international stand alone 
courses drawn from Malaysian students. 
However similarities exist that relate primarily to the position of female academic staff 
within the institutions and their levels of seniority. Similar perceptions exist around culture 
of the Faculties in each university and the perceptions of students of female staff and work-
life balance issues. The researchers have only just dipped into the culture of each institution, 
and there is potential for a deeper and more comprehensive study that will give further 
insight to culture and gender. 
This comparative study has revealed some potential for learning between the institutions. 
The similarities of the concerns of female academics indicate that all is not fine. It is clear 
that even when the learning experience is so different, and as in UM ABP, recruitment of 
female students has been improved, the academic career can be gendered experience. 
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